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Evolution: the menu

Eat your way through 4 billion years of evolution

The menu for the The Grand Evolutionary Dinner

Celebrating the 200th Birthday of Charles Darwin

Written by John Long, Head of Science, Melbourne Museum
Thursday 12 February 2008

Melbourne Museum
1. The Precambrian Earth - no life

Crusty arancini with a mushroom and goat’s cheese centre and a green herb aioli,

Green tea sushi or soba noodle sushi wrapped in nori

Mini corn fritters with avocado and coriander salsa

The Earth is around 4.5 billion years old, and at this time the surface was very hot and mostly rocky in places. Our Arancini balls relive this texture of the early Earth, with the crusty textures of the proto earth over a hot and tasty infilling. 
The mini-corn fritters mimic the coarse structural texture seen in our oldest rocks, like the Mt Jack granite gneiss (3.8 billion years old, Western Australia). 
The green tea sushi or soba noodle wrapped in nori are but a tempting hint of what’s about to come next….
2. Early Oceans

Shots of seafood bisque with a drizzle of spinach oil

Life started on Earth about 3.6 billion years ago in the early oceans.  
Although we know that  first life on the planet was simple-  blue green algae that built mounds bound together by grains of sand (stromatolites), what we taste here is something like the original  'primeval soup', a combination of the flavours of the salty sea combined with early marine life. 
We hope you enjoy the sumptuous taste of life's origins.
3. Origins of early life in the seas

Grilled scallops in the shell topped with dill sauce

Food Station

Peeled prawns in urns of ice with citrus wedges

Piles of oysters on wakame salad – seaweed salad topped with a tomato and dashi jelly

About 540 million years ago the Cambrian explosion saw the origins and diversification of invertebrate life in the seas. At this time the first molluscs (represented tonight by our delicious scallop and oysters) and crustaceans (prawns) appeared, along with most of the other known groups of animals. 
It is at this point that the animal life on Earth today first began in crude form, awaiting refinement over the on-coming millions of years through natural selection.
4. The first fishes
a mini blini topped with pearls of caviar

Crispy white bait, shoe string fries and tartare sauce served in a paper cone

Fishes evolved about 480 million years ago. These early forms had armoured plates covering their jawless mouths. The first jawed fishes, shark-like forms with spines, appeared approximately 430 million years ago, and the bony fishes (Osteichthyes), which today represent the vast majority of modern fishes that we love to eat (such as salmon, whitebait) make their first appearance soon after around 420 million years ago. 
From here fishes evolved stronger limbs, bigger heads, and invaded land around 360 million years ago, becoming amphibians in the process.
5. Life invades land

Crocodile skewers served with a native finger lime and sweet chilli glaze

Early amphibians invaded land 360 million years ago, but were still dependent on water to lay their eggs and raise their young as most frogs are today. 
The big advantage in them evolving into reptiles (here represented by the crocodile) was that they no longer needed to go back to water to mate, as reptiles had evolved the hard-shelled egg. 
This answers the old enigma of which came first- the chicken or the egg? Clearly, in an evolutionary sense, it was the egg.
6. Dinosaurs

Tall glass jars of mini dinosaur eggs & Japanese egg shaped nibbles

Mini dinosaur drummettes - mini barbequed chicken drummettes with a Cajun seasoning

Grilled quail wrapped in prosciutto with a garlic and sage aïoli

Dinosaurs were the largest life forms to evolve on land, some weighing up to 100 tonnes and reaching 50 metres in length. Yet they are just highly evolved reptiles that walked upright on their limb, supporting their weight via the toes. 
Dinosaurs laid eggs and cared for their young, as evidenced by nests where immobile young hatchlings depended on parents to bring them food. 
When you eat chicken drummetes you are munching on meat from an identical pattern of bones found in a Tyrannosaurus leg, only thankfully much smaller.
7. First mammals

Herb and parmesan crusted lamb cutlets with a tomato and olive tapenade

Assorted BBQ skewers of satay beef, Teriyaki chicken, Middle Eastern lamb skewers and mixed vegetables

Lamb korma with basmati rice and a drizzle of yoghurt raita accompanied by grilled naan bread

Mammals, the group to which we humans belong, appeared almost the same time as the first dinosaurs, some 220 million years ago (hence the chicken skewers in there to remind you that all birds are living dinosaurs). 
We mammals lived in the shadow of dinosaurs until they became extinct, and then we diversified and flourished. The delicious beef and lamb we eat tonight highlights the success of mammals to populate all parts of the globe, even icy Antarctica. 
We humans are one of the highlights of mammalian evolution, especially so on nights like tonight where our cultivation of fine foods and beverages comes to the fore.
8. The rise of plants and greens

Jungle curry - Malaysian vegetable curry

Mint ice cream in mini cones with mint hedges

We animal share our planet with 4 other kingdoms of life, and one of them, the plants are the living creatures we are most bound to for our vast majority of food, and for materials to build our shelters. 
Plants evolved much the same time as animals, both at single cellular level, some 2 billion years ago. Since plants invaded the land some 400 million years ago, their evolution has been just as complex as that in animals. Today there are over 250,000 species of flowering plants alone. 
Much of Darwin’s work formulating his theory of evolution was based on his observations of these plants, such as orchids.
9. The killer asteroid

Choc fountain with bowls of bits to dip – strawberries, dinosaur shaped meringue, Turkish delight, star fruit, melon, bananas, marshmallows

Meteorites of churros with a lava centre

Chocolate truffles with coco dust

Dinosaurs and many other groups of animal and plant life were wiped out when the earth was impacted by a 10km asteroid some 65 million years ago. 
We know that at least 4 other major extinction events occurred over the past 500 million years, each wiping out much of the life on the planet and allowing other new groups to gain footholds afterwards.  
Such events serve to remind us that as much as evolution is driven by natural selection, catastrophes beyond our control are also factors in directing the evolution of life. 
Enjoy these sweet treats, and always remember to look up when you walk outside at night.
Entertainment will be provided by the National Institute of Circus arts and their spectacular Whale Evolution show, IMAX film features, and the museum’s own exhibits. 

Tickets are available for $150. 

Details and bookings at http://www.evolution09.com.au/festival-dinner.php 

Darwin’s birthday party is just one of a series of events marking Darwin’s work and ideas. Melbourne’s celebrations commence with a church service at St Paul’s Cathedral on Sunday 8 February.

For more public information about events that celebrate evolution and Darwin: www.evolutionaustralia.org.au

For interviews contact: 
John Long, (03) 8341 7420, 0409 102 562
Phil Batterham, (03) 8344 2363, 0418 598 562
For further information including a full menu and scientific rationale contact: 
Penny Underwood, (03) 9818-8540, mediawise@vicnet.net.au  or

 Niall Byrne, (03) 9398 1416, 0417 131 977 or niall@scienceinpublic.com.au
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